
Evidence-Based Instructional Strategies for 
Elementary English Learner Students

Research provides insight into specific instructional strategies that should be used in every classroom to support elementary 
English learner students in developing both English language skills and academic content. This infographic is a quick reference 
to these evidence-based practices that can be used daily by elementary classroom teachers to support effective instruction for 
their English learner students.

Teaching academic vocabulary
1.	 Begin teaching academic vocabulary in the primary grades.1 

2.	 Teach content-specific academic vocabulary daily during content-area classes.2, 3

3.	 Select target words critical for understanding the text for intensive vocabulary instruction.2

4.	 Use a variety of instructional activities such as providing student-friendly definitions; 
applying definitions in context; providing examples, non-examples, and concrete 
representations; having students respond to questions to show their understanding of 
the selected words; and providing structured opportunities for students to talk about 
academic words.2

5.	 Teach students to use context clues, word parts, cognates, and dictionaries to 
determine the meanings of unfamiliar words.2, 3, 5, 6

Supporting content-area learning
1.	 Scaffold content-area learning by using videos, visuals, and graphic organizers to help 

students understand content.2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

2.	 Plan pair and small group learning opportunities for students to talk about content with 
peers.2, 3

3.	 Have students engage in content-focused writing activities to develop academic 
language and writing skills.2

4.	 Provide opportunities for students to talk and work together on writing assignments.2

Using home language
1.	 Preview and review content material in the home language.3

2.	 Read storybooks in the home language.3

3.	 Have students use their home language in conversation to interpret new content or 
vocabulary.3

4.	 Provide students with definitions of target vocabulary words in their home language.3

5.	 Teach students to use cognates to determine the meanings of unfamiliar English words.2, 3, 6

6.	 Connect new concepts and content to students’ background knowledge or prior 
experiences.3, 4, 6, 7

7.	 Support English learner students in developing literacy in their home language.6
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Assessing linguistic and academic progress
1.	 Screen for literacy challenges and reading problems.1, 3

2.	 Progress monitor English learner students at risk for reading problems more than three 
times per year.1, 3

3.	 Use available assessment information to identify English learner students who 
persistently struggle with specific aspects of language and literacy development.2, 3

4.	 Use performance benchmarks to adjust instruction when progress is not sufficient.1

5.	 Guide instruction using formative assessment data.1

Providing or intervention to struggling English learner students
1.	 Provide intervention for at least 30 minutes per day in groups of no more than five or 

six students.1, 2, 3 

2.	 Configure homogeneous groups based on student English language proficiency level or 
target skill for intervention.2, 8

3.	 Provide teacher-led, small group, explicit instruction on the target skill.2, 8

4.	 Focus intervention on vocabulary development, listening and reading comprehension 
strategies, and foundational reading skills for English learner students struggling with 
foundational reading skills.2
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